Background. Sport financial sponsorship can offer sport marketers the opportunities to address new audiences and enhance brand equity and companies' performance. Objectives. The purpose of the current study was to develop a model for the role of sport financial sponsorship on brand equity of Yazd ceramic and tile companies. Methods. The current study was conducted with a survey method. Standard sport financial sponsorship and brand equity questionnaires were used as measurement tools to assess the subjects. Data analysis was conducted both descriptively and inferentially. Results. The results of the data analysis revealed that sport financial sponsorship has a significant positive effect on brand equity, and brand equity, in turn, has a significant positive impact on companies' performance. Conclusion. It seems that due to the nature of the exercise and its effectiveness in promoting the sponsor company, it has a positive influence on developing brand equity of companies. It was found that proper behavior of members of the board of directors of companies towards their brand facilitates this process.
INTRODUCTION
Sport financial sponsorship (SFS) can provide marketers with opportunities to improve brand awareness and brand image [1] . This is one of the reasons why sports financial sponsorship has become increasingly popular as a marketing tool in recent years and it is one of the most commonly-used tools particularly to promote their products [2] . Market research results have shown the potential of sports financial sponsorship in improving people's awareness of products [3] . Also, the past three decades have witnessed a growing literature and the role of management in the improvement of brands [4, 5] . One of the important points of this work has been related to concept of brand equity (BE). BE is considered as a concept both in academic research and business practice, as successful brands give marketers competitive advantage [6] . Yoo and Donthu (2001) defined BE as "a multidimensional construct consisting of perceived quality, brand image, and brand loyalty" [7] . Therefore, taking care of brand equity, as an added value which brings a trademark to a product, is considerably constructive [8] . There is no doubt that opportunities with higher BE are more likely to improve companies' relationships with buyers [9] . Webster and Keller (2004) also argued that a strong brand helps sellers to reinforce their control over the relational exchange with buyers [10] . Creating strong brand equity is the goal of many companies since the brand is the most valuable asset to every company. Based on a powerful brand, firms can set higher prices for their products, create better business leverage, increase their sales and profit margins, and reduce their vulnerability against competitors [11] .
Previous studies have paid more attention to BE role in other entities such as other companies [9] and banks [6] , while less attention has been paid to the role and development of BE in ceramic and tile companies. As in previous studies, the impact of sports financial sponsorship on brand equity [1, 12] , the influence of sports financial sponsorship on employees' perceptions of recommending the company to others and employee retention [13] , and the impact of sports sponsorship on word of mouth [14] have been examined.
Theoretical Background Brand equity, as a concept, evolved in the late 80s and has become one of the most important marketing concepts in recent years [11, 15] . A number of studies have offered certain models concerning sport financial sponsorship industry [1, 16, 17] . These studies contributed to our knowledge of the effects of sport financial sponsorship on the sponsor's brand equity. The Tsordia, Papadimitriou, and Parganas (2018) extended Aaker's model in the sports sponsorship context and highlights the influential role of perceived quality and brand engagement in driving sport team fans to form brand loyalty and purchase sponsor's product [1] . Other studies have also emphasized the effect of sports sponsorship on brand equity [2, 12] . In this regard, Ghani et al. (2018) conducted a study entitled "The relationship between sports clubs and sponsors" and found a positive significant relationship between event sponsorship in sports and brand equity [12] . In another study, Florian (2017) concluded that sports sponsorship has been effective in developing the brand equity of Puma [2] . Further, Chebli and Gharbi (2014) conducted a study under the title of "The Impact of the Effectiveness of Sponsorship on Image and Memorizing: Role of Congruence and Relational Proximity". Their literature review demonstrated that the effectiveness of the sponsorship can be analyzed through image and memorization [18] . Since brand equity is a key factor in marketing, and as a valuable brand can promote the employees' trust to the company, the brand is regarded as a precious asset to a commercial corporate [19] . Hence, the current study aimed at analyzing the significance of this issue based on the following hypotheses:
H1: Sports sponsorship positively influences development of brand equity of ceramic and tile companies.
Sports sponsorship is an effective tool for companies to promote their brand [20] . Also, it offers unique opportunities for operationalizing brand strategy [10] . Previous research highlights the power of sponsorship to build brand equity. In this regard, using the constructs of Aaker's (1991) model, two studies have so far explored the effects of sports sponsorship on the brand [21, 22] . The former examined the managers' views of the effect of various sponsorship programs on building brand equity over time, including the dimensions of brand awareness, the image of quality and brand loyalty. On the other hand, the latter inspected how managers of the sponsoring companies perceive the effects of different levels of sponsorship on brand equity. However, while both studies highlighted the strong relationship between sport financial sponsorship and the four components of brand equity (brand awareness, associations, loyalty, and perceived quality), they examined the sponsorship-branding relationship from a managers' point of view [11, 15] . On the other hand, Wagner et al. (2018) conducted a study entitled "improving service-center employees' performance by means of a sport financial sponsorship" and showed that sports sponsorship positively affects employees' perceptions of their ability to communicate with customers, to recommend the company to others, to engage in teamwork, as well as employee retention. This suggests that the sponsorship has had a significant and positive impact on company performance [13] . Similarly, Buil, de Chernatony, and Martínez (2011) conducted a study entitled "The role of advertising and sales promotion in creating brand equity". For this purpose and in order to assess advertisements, they considered advertising costs and consumers' attitudes towards advertising. Their findings suggested that consumers' attitudes towards the ads play a key role in influencing the dimensions of brand equity [23] . Also, Tsiotsou, Alexandris, and Bettina Cornwell (2014) indicated that sponsor brand familiarity explains part of the variance in sponsor brand image and word of mouth [14] . Word of mouth is a positive recommendation to others about the brand of the sponsor. In another research, Misener and Doherty (2014) conducted a study entitled "the relationship between private sports clubs and sponsors." Their results revealed that financial support affects plans and performance of sports clubs. Also, the proper functioning of sports clubs has a significant relationship with financial support by sponsors [24] . Further, in another study, Naidenova, Parshakov, and Chmykhov (2016) concluded that financial support of Europe's premier leagues is a kind of capital investment and affects the performance of sponsor corporate [25] . The analysis of the factors affecting sponsorship shows that the companies whose members and shareholders are aware of financial assumptions and support aspects are more likely to become a sponsor.
H2: Sport financial sponsorship is positively affected by organizational behavior of the brand in of ceramic and tile companies.
H3: Sport financial sponsorship is positively affected by brand satisfaction of ceramic and tile companies.
H4: Sport financial sponsorship is positively affected by intention to stay of ceramic and tile companies.
H5: Sport financial sponsorship is positively affected by positive recommendation about the brand of ceramic and tile companies.
Based on the formulated hypotheses, a conceptual model is proposed as presented in Figure 1 . Performance measurement is the process of collecting, analyzing, and reporting information regarding the performance of an individual, organization, or company. It plays a key role for achieving sustainable development in the competitive environment [26] . It is a managerial concept with a long history in various topics of management science, and can involve studying processes or strategies within organizations, to see whether outputs are in line with what was intended or should have been achieved [27] . Also, brand equity as the added value that a brand name gives to a product, is represented as total customer value [28] . In today's global business-to-business (B2B) environment, successfully establishing prominent BE has been considered a foundation for sustaining business performance (BP) [28] [29] [30] . Marketing management topics contain many studies that have examined the concept of BE and BP. Wang and Sengupta (2016), García-Osma, Villaseñor, and Yagüe (2015), and Felício et al. (2014) have conducted studies to determine how BE results in BP [31] [32] [33] . Narteh (2018) investigated a study on the relationship between BE and financial performance. They found that service quality, brand association, brand loyalty, and brand relevance predicted financial performance of the retail banks [28] . Also, Chen and Chang (2008) showed that brand equity is a key factor in marketing and that a valuable brand can enhance the trust of customers when purchasing goods and services [19] . As a result, brand equity can be regarded as a valuable and key asset for a firm performance. Accordingly, the sixth hypothesis is proposed as follows:
H6: Brand equity is positively associated with companies' performance (CP). Now, according to aforementioned points, a comprehensive model will be presented concerning the effects of sport financial sponsorship on brand equity from the perspective of board members of ceramic and tile companies in the Yazd province (one of the most developed provinces in Iran).
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Methodology. Considering the purpose, the current research is an applied study, and according to the nature of the study, it is regarded as a survey study. The required data for the study were obtained using a questionnaire.
Participants. Research population included all members of the board of Yazd ceramic and tile companies. Specifically, the focus of this study was sports sponsorship of Yazd ceramic and tile companies for a football professional club. According to Industry, Mine and Trade Organization of Yazd, in 2017, there were 65 active tile companies in Yazd. The survey link was e-mailed to 780 companies' managers and employees where 320 usable responses were obtained for an effective response rate of 41%. Adopting the ratio of indicators to latent variables criterion [34] , this sample is considered adequate for structural equation modeling (SEM)-based analysis.
Instrumentation: The sports financial sponsorship (SFS) questionnaire by Bahraini and Ziaei (2011) [35] , companies' performance (CP) questionnaire by Akroush et al. (2011) [36] , and the standard questionnaire of BE by King and Grace (2008) [37] were the main measurement instruments in the current study. The sport financial sponsorship (SFS) standard questionnaire consists of four factors: the length of SFS (LS), budget spent on SFS (BSS), active management for SFS (AMS), and quality of sports clubs to support (QSCS). Also, the BE standard questionnaire consists of four factors: organizational behavior brand (OBB), brand satisfaction (BS), intention to stay (IS), and positive recommendation about the brand (PRAB) components. In addition, all the three questionnaires used a 5-degree Likert scale.
Validity and Reliability of the Tools. The validity of the questionnaires was confirmed by 10 professors of sports management. Also, the reliability of the questionnaires using Cronbach's alpha coefficient was determined to be 0.92, 0.88, and 0.96, respectively. Statistical Analysis. Data analysis was conducted both descriptively and inferentially. In order to prepare the model in the current study, the structural equation modeling technique was used with the help of Smart PLS software and SPSS22.
RESULTS
Based on the results, most of the subjects were older than 36 years, had a diploma in education, had 9 to 15 years of experience, and expected to receive the facilities from the government. Further, the minimum age of the sample was 26 to 30 years old, had MA/MS degrees, with more than 24 years of experience ( Table 1) .
The results of the evaluation of the model fitness indicated that CV-Red and CV-Com had a positive value, indicating the appropriate fitness for the model. Also, CR and AVE for each of the six latent variables of the model had an appropriate value. R-Square constants were greater than 0.5 and 0.7 for all the latent variables of the model, which are appropriate values. The findings indicate that the fit is suitable for the model ( Table 2 ). Based on the results shown in Figure 2 and 3, and Table 3 , it can be said that for the entire Brand Equity, companies' performance variables and sport financial sponsorship of all indices have created a significant weight and can have a significant factor loading at a confidence level of 99%.The relationship between latent variables in the structural equation model is of direct effect type. Direct effect, which is one of the components of structural equation modeling, shows a directed relationship between two variables. Since the hypotheses of this study indicate the relationships between latent variables of the model, the findings from this study suggest that all six research hypotheses, according to collected data, and also considering the results of the research model, have been confirmed (Table 4 ). 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This is one of the first papers to examine how sport financial sponsorship contributes to brand equity and business performance. It will add significant value for the industry to enhance their brand equity and business performance though sport financial sponsorship practices.
In recent years, companies have faced increasing problems for reaching fragmented consumer markets with their traditional marketing instruments such as advertising and sales promotions. This is the reason why sponsorship has become increasingly popular as a marketing tool and as one of the marketing communication elements, sports financial sponsorship (SFS) including providing resources (financial, human, and material) by an organization or a company (pro sports) directly for a supported entity (such as a gym, sports personalities, sports event and so on). Through supported activities, return on investment is realized for the organization or company. Support, companies, and financial assistance, or non-financial contribution are among the strategies to achieve business objectives, and indeed, an indirect component of marketing. In addition to improving the company's brand value, this also leads to the benefit of society. Thus, given the importance of this issue, the researcher tried to offer a model concerning the effect of SFS on BE from the perspective of ceramic and tiles companies' managers. The findings based on structural equation modeling (SEM) indicated that SFS has a significant positive impact on BE of ceramic and title companies. In other words, if the managers of these companies support athletics and professional sports, they will lead to increased brand equity of their company. This result of this study was congruent with the findings of past studies by Shank (2014), Buil, de Chernatony, and Martínez (2013), Misener and Doherty (2014), Florian (2017), and Ghani et al. (2018) [2, 12, 23, 24, 38] . Specifically, Shank (2014) stated that athletes can build up a prompt association with the brand, as they are very famous among the customers [38] . Thus, sports financial sponsorship has a positive influence on the brand equity of a company and is very effective for its augmentation. Overall, considering the effective role of SFS in promoting the brands of companies, SFS is gaining increasing attention.
Indeed, SFS is considered as one of the modern tools of marketing communication in the current age through which one can establish effective communication with target customers and use their passions and emotions towards their favorite sports unit to enhance the BE of the company. Thus, to enhance their BE and gain competitive privilege through SFS, and thus distinguish their brand from the competitors, the companies should practice this in a unique way. One of the factors that determines the uniqueness of SS is continuity and sustainability in supporting a sports team or unit for a fixed long time. Hence, it is necessary that managers take measures to develop their BE by considering the dimensions of SFS determined in this study, such as the magnitude of funds spent on SS and the quality of the club they choose to support.
Another finding of the study revealed that sports financial sponsorship has significant positive effects on components of the special value of tile and ceramic companies. Indeed, if these companies support sports events, higher satisfaction can be generated in employees and managers, leading to positive recommendation for the brand outside the organization. Special value is what a particular investor or group of investors believe the assets to be worth because of some unique advantages to be realized from the asset acquisition. Special value is very different from the business market value which disregards any special or synergistic benefits to the investor and requires only the presence of a hypothetical willing buyer and seller parties. Indeed, the difference between the market value and special value is what creates interest for these synergistic investors. Special value is one of the several bases of value defined under the International Valuation Standards. This finding was in line with those of previous studies such as Aaker (2012) and Naidenova, Parshakov, and Chmykhov (2016) [11, 25] . Therefore, one way to promote the special value of companies is through developing sports financial sponsorship by the managers, so that their brand will positively be recognized thanks to the popularity of sports events in the society. Further, the sports industry, with a stimulating factor such as holding major sports competitions, has the possibility of taking advantage of advertising opportunities and has made the managers of tile companies show desired behavior to promote their company's brand. Therefore, the use of SS tool by managers of tiles companies can play a significant role in promoting these companies' brands in the eyes of society.
Also, the study findings suggest that BE had a positive and significant impact on the BP of ceramic and tile companies. According to the literature, this finding was in line with that of García-Osma, Villaseñor, and Yagüe (2015) [32] , where it was determined according to previous research that brand equity development has a significant impact on BP [28, 31] . Also, Narteh (2018) showed that there is a relatively strong positive relationship between BE and financial performance [28] . It is proven that by being aware of the features and dimensions of BP, ceramic and tile companies managers can be more successful in applying more effective, more powerful, and more robust brand strategies and the BP of ceramic and tile companies, such as the creation and development of competitive advantage over other ceramic and tile companies, development of ceramic and tile companies customers, the market share, and the profits of ceramic and tile companies enhance, they will increase BE of ceramic and tile companies.
The paper suggests that managers can enhance business performance and brand equity by enhancing their sport financial sponsorship. Managers of industry can develop corresponding strategies based on the findings to achieve their particular performance goals. This research takes its lead from and extends prior study, thus providing a deepened understanding of the role of sport financial sponsorship in ceramic and tile companies settings
As with any other study, the current research also suffered certain limitations. Relatively hard access and non-responsiveness of some managers of tile and ceramic companies in Yazd Province were among the major problems. Another limitation was concerned with a lack of control over all mediator variables in managers' responses such as their mental and emotional state while answering the questions or how much they cared about the accuracy of their answers. Finally, the third limitation was related to the fact that in spite of the broad range of manufacturing companies in Yazd Province, the current study has examined only a specific field that is tile and ceramic companies. However, different results may be obtained in other industries.
Furthermore, future researchers are recommended to examine the effect of sport financial sponsorship on other aspects of a brand such as brand identity, brand loyalty, brand image, and brand performance. In addition to the recommendations given above, the author suggests paying further attention to green brand equity in ceramic and tile companies. Since, by identifying the potential needs of the consumers, marketers today have established a type of marketing called Green Marketing, one of the most important issues assisting in company branding and achieving sustainable competitive advantage. Due to the environmental problems such as global warming and environmental pollution by companies, green branding and its equity have received a great deal of attention, which can offer considerable findings regarding the promotion of the companies' brand under study.
APPLICABLE REMARKS
-According to the present study, tile and ceramic companies are recommended to promote the special value of their brands through supporting professional sports clubs and championship events.
